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Vietnam  Veterans  Memorial 

A nationally  advertised 
competition  was  held  in  1980 
for  the  design  of  a memorial 
to  the  American  veterans  and 
dead  of  the  Vietnam  War.  A 
2 acre  site  was  chosen  in  the 
western  portion  of 
Constitution  Gardens  on  the 
Mall  in  Washington,  D.C. 
From  the  1,421  entries,  the 
design  of  Maya  Ying  Lin,  a 


Yale  University  architecture 
student,  was  chosen  by  a 
distinguished  jury  of 
architects,  landscape 
architects,  and  sculptors. 
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Introduction 


Design  competitions  have  proven,  when  properly 
planned  and  executed,  to  be  an  effective  means  of 
selecting  a designer  or  design.  This  publication  is 
intended  to  introduce  potential  sponsors  to  the 
decisions  that  must  be  made  in  running  a successful 
design  competition. 

A competition  sponsor  should  endeavor  to  answer 
the  following  questions  in  order  to  clarify  goals,  tailor 
the  form  of  the  competition  to  the  project,  and  insure 
proper  incentives  and  safeguards  for  competitors: 

1.  What  is  the  goal  of  the  competition?  (PURPOSE) 

2.  What  is  the  nature  of  your  design  problem? 
(PROGRAM) 

3.  What  format  would  be  appropriate  based  on  your 
design  problem  and  goals?  (STAGING) 

4.  Whom  do  you  invite  to  compete?  (ELIGIBILITY) 

5.  Why  would  designers  be  willing  to  provide 
solutions  to  your  design  problem?  (INCENTIVES) 

6.  What  documentation  would  be  necessary  in  order 
to  evaluate  competitors’  solutions? 

(SUBMITTALS) 

7.  How  do  you  determine  which  solution  is  best? 
(EVALUATION) 

A discussion  of  each  of  these  major  issues  follows. 
These  explanations  will  enable  the  potential  sponsor 
to  better  understand  the  available  alternatives.  Every 
design  problem  is  unique,  and  the  appropriate  com- 
petition form  may  also  be  unique. 
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While  this  publication  examines  the  anatomy  and 
physiology  of  design  competitions,  it  is  not  a substi- 
tute for  the  services  of  a competition  advisor.  The 
competition  advisor  assists  the  sponsor  with  the  tech- 
nical areas  of  the  competition  content  as  well  as  the 
organizational  aspects  of  competition  management. 
This  publication  is  intended  to  structure  and  focus  the 
sponsor’s  discussions  with  the  competition  advisor  in 
order  to  initiate  a successful  design  competition. 
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Milwaukee  Lakefront 

In  1980,  the  City  and  County 
of  Milwaukee,  together  with 
the  Greater  Milwaukee 
Committee , sponsored  a 
competition  for  a 
comprehensive  plan  for  176 
acres  of  largely  unused  lake- 
front.  The  purpose  of  the 
competition  was  to  find  the 
best  way  to  meet  the  long- 
term needs  of  the  city  in 
developing  the  land.  Specific 
goals  included  public  access 
to  the  lakefront,  encourage- 
ment of  water-related 
activities,  and  establishment 
of  a relationship  to  downtown 
Milwaukee.  The  plan 
submitted  by  Lee  F. 

Hodgden,  Colin  Rowe, 
Douglas  Fredericks,  and 
Derek  Tynan,  was  one  of 
140  entries. 
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Purpose 


of  the  Competition 

By  their  nature,  all  design  competitions  seek  excel- 
lence in  design.  They  search  for  technical,  functional, 
social,  or  artistic  innovation  at  its  highest  levels. 

Often  inherent  in  these  undertakings  is  the  desire  for 
competitions  to  educate  the  public  about  the 
important  role  of  design  in  society. 

While  these  are  general  goals,  the  specific  objectives 
of  the  sponsor  must  be  examined  more  closely. 

There  is  an  immediate  question  which,  when 
answered,  clearly  delineates  two  types  of  design 
competitions: 


Does  the  sponsor  intend  to  fabricate,  build,  or 
otherwise  implement  the  winning  design? 

If  the  answer  is  yes,  then  it  is  a Project  Competition. 
This  type  of  competition  is  held  for  the  sole  purpose 
of  selecting  a design  or  designer  for  a project  which 
will  be  produced  in  direct  sequence  with  the  compe- 
tition. Appropriate  subject  matters  cover  a wide 
range  of  scales.  Smaller  scaled  projects  include  art 
for  a public  place,  such  as  a mural  or  a statue,  or  an 
industrial  or  commercial  product,  such  as  a light 
fixture  or  a piece  of  furniture.  Other  appropriate 
subjects  include  an  outdoor  space,  such  as  a play- 
ground, park,  or  urban  plaza,  and  a single  building 
or  group  of  buildings.  The  largest  scale  subjects 
appropriate  for  a competition  are  the  master  plan  for 
a large  complex  or  an  urban  design  for  a district 
within  a city. 

If  the  answer  is  no,  then  it  is  an  Idea  Competition. 
This  type  of  competition  seeks  a variety  of  solutions 
for  any  of  the  following  purposes: 
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1 . To  better  define  the  scope  of  a potential  project 
which  has  a variety  of  possible  development 
opportunities; 

2.  To  increase  public  awareness  of  choices  available 
in  advocacy  situations;  or 

3.  To  elucidate  or  expand  current  stylistic  trends  or 
design  theories  within  the  design  community. 

Idea  Competitions  are  for  sponsors  seeking  a variety 
of  innovative  design  solutions  for  their  particular 
project.  While  the  sponsor  may  plan  to  construct 
a project  in  the  future,  the  competition  will  not 
directly  result  in  the  construction  of  the  winning 
design. 


OSU  Center  for  the 
Visual  Arts 

Ohio  State  University 
sponsored  a competition  in 
1983  for  the  design  of  a new 
100,000  square  foot  Center 
for  the  Visual  Arts.  The 
program  was  detailed  and 
complex,  requiring  spaces 
fulfilling  a wide  variety  of 
needs.  Competitors  were 
given  a choice  of  two 
prominent  adjacent  sites  on 
the  Ohio  State  campus  which 
were  both  pivotal  in  creating 
an  entrance  to  the  university. 
The  design  team  of 
Eisenman/Robertson  of  New 
York  and  Trott  and  Bean 
Architects  of  Columbus,  Ohio 
finished  first  in  the  second- 
stage  field  of  five  finalists. 
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The 

Competition 

Program 


There  are  three  primary  ways  in  which  the  sponsor 
communicates  with  the  competitors:  the  competition 
announcement,  published  in  professional  publica- 
tions and/or  issued  by  direct  mail;  the  conditions  of 
the  competition;  and  the  competition  program. 

The  announcement  is  the  initial  means  by  which 
potential  competitors  can  decide  whether  a competi- 
tion is  of  interest  to  them.  Through  the  announce- 
ment of  the  competition  type,  program  content, 
format,  eligibility,  time  schedule,  and  prizes,  the 
sponsor  indicates  to  potential  competitors  the  general 
scope  of  the  competition.  Included  is  an  address  for 
further  information. 

The  conditions  of  the  competition  elaborate  upon  the 
information  previously  announced,  as  well  as  indi- 
cating the  submission  requirements,  the  names  of  the 
jurors,  and  the  name  of  the  competition  advisor.  The 
conditions  must  cover  every  aspect  of  the  competi- 
tion which  affects  competitors.  These  conditions 
assure  competitors  that  the  competition  procedure  is 
sound  and  fair,  and  therefore  deserving  of  their  best 
efforts.  The  design  problem  should  be  described  to 
the  extent  necessary  to  give  a fair  and  adequate  rep- 
resentation of  the  scope  of  work  involved  in  the 
competition.  From  this  information  the  potential 
competitor  will  decide  whether  to  register  to  compete. 

A competition  program  is  sent  to  all  registered 
eligible  competitors.  It  is  the  means  of  communi- 
cating the  sponsor’s  intentions  and  needs  for  the 
specific  design  problem.  The  design  problem  is  stated 
both  quantitatively  and  qualitatively.  The  program 
usually  includes  historical  background,  geographic 
and  climatic  information,  special  design  require- 
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ments,  and  any  necessary  graphic  materials.  It 
should  clearly  state  the  specific  spatial,  functional, 
technological,  and  aesthetic  requirements  of  the 
project  and  the  criteria  that  will  be  used  to  evaluate 
all  entries. 

The  degree  of  specificity  of  the  competition  program 
will  vary.  For  Idea  Competitions,  only  a general 
program  may  be  needed,  while  Project  Competitions 
require  a program  which  is  more  highly  developed 
and  technical  in  nature. 

The  rules  and  regulations,  included  with  the  competi- 
tion program,  reiterate  all  conditions  of  the 
competition  as  well  as  communicating  further  instruc- 
tions for  procedural  and  logistical  aspects  of  the 
competition.  Acceptable  methods  of  communicating 
with  the  competition  advisor,  packaging  and  shipping 
submissions,  identifying  submissions,  and  method  of 
announcement  of  competition  results  must  all  be 
clearly  stated.  Failure  to  comply  with  any  of  the  rules 
will  result  in  disqualification  of  an  entry.  The 
competitor  must  be  fully  assured  that  the  rules  will  be 
uniformly  enforced. 
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Staging 

the  Competition 


There  are  two  formats  for  design  competitions: 

One-stage  Both  Project  and  Idea  Competitions 
may  be  held  in  a one-stage  format.  The  competition 
program  is  issued  to  all  competitors  at  the  same  time, 
they  must  meet  the  same  eligibility  requirements,  and 
follow  the  same  rules  and  regulations,  and  from  their 
submittals  the  winner(s)  are  chosen  by  the  jury; 

Two-stage  This  format  is  only  appropriate  for 
Project  Competitions.  The  first  stage  resembles  a 
one-stage  Idea  Competition:  the  program  is  general 
in  nature,  the  time  frame  relatively  short,  and  the 
submittals  limited  to  general  design  drawings.  The 
purpose  of  the  first  stage  is  to  select  a specific  num- 
ber of  designers  (or  design  teams)  that  will  participate 
in  a second,  more  rigorous  stage  of  competition. 

After  ascertaining  the  professional  qualifications  of 
the  finalists,  the  second  stage  proceeds  with  a more 
detailed  program,  resulting  in  more  fully  developed 
designs. 

The  first  stage  of  a two-stage  format  serves  to  narrow 
the  field,  and  therefore  increase  the  competitors’ 
chances  of  winning,  before  requiring  a more  signifi- 
cant amount  of  work  of  them. 

The  amount  of  design  work  asked  for  in  each  stage 
should  be  commensurate  with  the  incentives 
provided  to  the  competitors.  A relatively  focused 
design  problem  requiring  a limited  number  of 
drawings  is  most  often  handled  in  a one-stage 
format.  The  sponsor  must  weigh  the  factors,  under- 
standing that  a two-stage  competition  is  more  costly, 
but  is  likely  to  result  in  more  complete  information 
on  which  a decision  about  the  project  can  be  based. 
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Beverly  Hills  Civic  Center 

An  invited  competition  for 
the  design  of  a Civic  Center 
for  Beverly  Hills  was  held  in 
1982.  The  project  site  of  the 
Civic  Center  was  a two-block 
area  containing  the  City  Hall, 
Police  Station,  Fire  Station, 
and  the  Library.  The  winning 
design  was  by  Charles  Moore. 
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Competitor 

Eligibility 


There  are  three  ways  to  designate  the  field  of 
potential  competitors: 

Open  Competitions  This  means  there  are  no  qual- 
ifications necessary  other  than  the  fulfillment  of  sub- 
mittal rquirements  in  accordance  with  the  rules  and 
regulations  of  the  competition.  No  specific  technical 
expertise  is  required,  thereby  assuring  the  broadest 
range  of  solutions.  All  entries  in  an  open  competition 
should  remain  anonymous  until  the  winner(s)  are 
selected. 

Limited  Competitions  Limits  on  qualifications  may 
range  from  simple  restrictions  such  as  professional 
registration  or  geographic  location  to  restrictions 
based  on  prior  experience  with  similar  projects,  or 
composition  of  the  design  team.  Although  any  type 
of  limitation  can  be  imposed,  it  must  be  one  that  can 
be  adequately  assessed.  Limited  competitions  are 
open  to  all  persons  who  meet  the  stated  qualifica- 
tions. All  entries  in  limited  competitions  are 
anonymous. 

Invited  Competitions  A specific  number  of 
designers  known  to  the  sponsor  are  invited  to  com- 
pete because  of  their  particular  stylistic  range,  quality 
of  work,  or  technical  expertise.  This  is  generally  a 
more  costly  form  of  competition,  requiring  significant 
economic  incentives  to  all  competitors.  These  fees 
should  approximate  normal  professional  compensa- 
tion rates.  In  addition,  invited  competitions  provide 
the  fewest  possible  alternatives  from  which  to  choose 
a winner.  Maintenance  of  anonymity  in  an  invited 
competition  is  optional. 
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Incentives 


for  Competitors 

The  incentives  offered  by  the  sponsor  will  have  a 

great  effect  on  the  number  and  type  of  entrants. 

Usual  incentives  include: 

1.  Cash  prizes  for  the  winner(s)  as  selected  by  the 
jury; 

2.  Professional  and  public  recognition  through 
awards  for  outstanding  achievement; 

3.  Intention  of  the  sponsor  to  contract  for  further 
design  services; 

4.  Intention  of  the  sponsor  to  construct  or  produce 
the  winning  solution; 

5.  Publicity  through  news  articles,  exhibits  and 
publications; 

6.  A prestigious  jury  composed  principally  of  out- 
standing design  professionals; 

7.  An  opportunity  to  test  one’s  ideas  against  one’s 
peers’;  and 

8.  Anonymity,  which  offers  the  chance  to  be  recog- 
nized strictly  by  merit  of  ideas  rather  than  by  prior 
experience,  notoriety,  or  affiliation. 

The  greater  the  incentives  to  compete,  the  greater 

the  quantity  and  the  better  the  quality  of  the 

competition  submissions  tend  to  be. 
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Competitor 

Submittals 


After  establishing  the  purpose,  eligibility,  and  format 
of  the  competition,  the  sponsor  must  decide  the 
nature  and  the  extent  of  submittals  to  be  required  of 
competitors.  The  submittals  must  be  sufficient  to 
allow  the  competitors’  ideas  to  be  communicated  and 
to  be  evaluated  against  the  program  by  the  jury.  The 
nature  of  the  submission  requirements  will  affect  both 
the  number  of  competitors  attracted  to  the  compe- 
tition, and  the  effectiveness  of  the  jury  in  the  eval- 
uation and  selection  process.  Determination  of 
requirements  is  based  on: 

Correlation  between  the  amount  of  work  required  to 
produce  the  submittals  and  the  compensation  and/or 
incentives  provided  to  enter  the  competition;  and 
The  number  of  items  that  can  be  evaluated  in  a com- 
petent manner  by  the  jury,  given  the  number  of 
expected  entries. 

Submittals  may  include: 

1.  Design  drawings  of  a specified  number,  scale,  and 
content; 

2.  Technical  drawings  of  a specified  number,  scale, 
and  content; 

3.  A model  or  maquette  at  a specified  scale; 

4.  A narrative  or  technical  report  discussing  issues  of 
philosophy,  concept,  and  approach  or  such  issues 
as  zoning,  financial  feasibility,  materials,  structural 
conditions,  mechanical  systems,  and  estimated 
construction  costs. 

The  competition  program  usually  regulates  presenta- 
tion technique  to  the  degree  to  which  comparability 
between  competitors  is  desired.  The  program  must 
also  stipulate  methods  of  receiving  and  handling  the 
submittals  and  assure  the  maintenance  of  anonymity. 
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Pioneer  Courthouse  Square 

A Citizens’  Advisory 
Committee  was  appointed  by 
the  City  Council  to  study  the 
potential  for  public  use  of  a 
block  occupied  by  a parking 
garage  in  downtown  Port- 
land, Oregon.  The  adjacent 
block  contains  Pioneer  Court- 
house, a major  landmark 
with  civic  and  historic  sig- 
nificance. The  committee 


recommended  that  the  block 
be  transformed  into  a public 
plaza.  They  also  recom- 
mended that  the  design  of 
this  significant  space  be 
chosen  by  a design  competi- 
tion. The  Report  of  the  Jury 
illustrates  and  explains  the 
designs  of  the  five  finalists,  in 
addition  to  explaining  the  full 
competition  process  that  had 
taken  place. 
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Evaluation 


of  the  Submittals 


The  culmination  of  every  design  competition  is  the 
evaluation  of  all  eligible  submittals  by  a jury.  The  jury 
is  a group  of  people  who  have  been  retained  by  the 
sponsor  to  review  all  entries  and,  through  dialogue, 
discussion,  and  debate,  jointly  decide  which  submis- 
sion best  meets  the  criteria  established  by  the  compe- 
tition program. 

The  core  of  every  jury  is  formed  by  design  profes- 
sionals in  order  to  assure  competitors  that  their  work 
will  be  judged  fairly  and  fully  on  its  design  merits. 
Other  suitable  candidates  may  include  technical  con- 
sultants, representatives  of  the  sponsor,  and  repre- 
sentatives of  the  community.  These  may  be  actual 
jury  members,  non-voting  or  ex-officio  members,  or 
outside  evaluators  who  provide  technical  information 
to  the  jury.  The  purpose  of  sponsor  or  community 
representation  is  to  provide  the  design  professionals 
with  social,  cultural,  operational  or  economic  infor- 
mation gained  through  the  creation  of  the  project 
and  development  of  the  competition.  The  pace  at 
which  the  jury  must  make  critical  decisions  is  often 
compressed.  It  is  therefore  advisable  that  every 
member  of  the  jury,  professional  or  layperson,  have 
prior  experience  reading  and  understanding  design 
drawings  and  presentation  techniques. 

The  composition  of  the  jury  may  well  affect  the 
results  of  the  competition.  Each  juror’s  professional 
experience,  practical  or  theoretical  outlook,  artistic 
preferences,  and  ability  to  work  in  a group  situation 
can  have  an  impact  on  the  jury  proceedings. 

The  jury  process  is  established  and  managed  by  the 
competition  advisor.  The  necessary  time  and  space 
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for  an  adequate  review  must  be  anticipated.  Briefings 
on  the  background  of  the  project  and/or  meetings 
with  the  community  or  other  relevant  groups  may 
occur  before  the  review  of  the  submittals  begins.  The 
sponsor  and  advisor  usually  decide  whether  or  not  to 
allow  public  attendance  at  the  review,  although  some 
state  laws  forbid  exclusion  of  the  public  on  public 
sector  projects. 


Boston  City  Hall 

The  design  of  Boston  City 
Hall  was  selected  by 
competition  in  1960.  The 
nationally  advertised 
competition  drew  250 
entries.  The  winning  design 
was  by  Kallman,  McKinnell 
and  Knowles. 


photo  by  Ezra  Stoller  © Esto 
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Conclusion 


This  publication  outlines  the  major  decisions  a spon- 
sor needs  to  make  in  order  to  conduct  an  appropri- 
ate and  fair  competition  process.  While  these  are  key 
decisions  in  planning  a competition,  the  implementa- 
tion of  the  competition  requires  that  the  sponsor 
meet  other  financial  and  managerial  responsibilities 
before  starting. 

It  is  of  primary  importance  to  retain  a competition 
advisor,  a design  professional  with  experience  in  the 
management  of  competitions.  The  contract  between 
the  sponsor  and  advisor  should  clearly  define  each 
party’s  responsibilities  and  an  appropriate  fee  struc- 
ture. The  advisor  aids  the  sponsor  in  establishing  the 
most  appropriate  competition  form,  managing  the 
logistics  of  staging  the  competition,  and  assessing  the 
costs  involved. 

The  competition  budget  will  influence  major  deci- 
sions about  the  competition.  For  instance,  a 
nationally  advertised  open  competition  may  require 
more  time  and  money  spent  on  the  announcement 
than  a local  competition.  The  budget  will  also,  obvi- 
ously, directly  affect  the  amount  of  monetary  incen- 
tive that  can  be  offered.  A competition  which  is 
intended  to  attract  a large  number  of  contestants  will 
spend  more  time  and  money  responding  to  competi- 
tors’ questions  and  handling  and  evaluating 
submissions  than  one  which  has  fewer  competitors 
such  as  a limited  or  invited  competition. 

Design  competitions  offer  a unique  opportunity  to 
solicit  a variety  of  ideas  and  elicit  the  best  that  the 
design  professions  can  offer.  Historically,  design  com- 
petitions have  produced  significant  new  directions  in 
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design,  culturally  significant  buildings  and  monu- 
ments, and  have  brought  to  light  new  talent  in  the 
design  professions.  The  competitive  spirit  engenders 
design  solutions  that  reach  beyond  ordinary  expecta- 
tions, calling  forth  the  best  efforts  of  each  competitor. 
When  clearly  conceived  and  properly  managed,  a 
design  competition  holds  rewards  for  sponsors,  com- 
petitors, and  the  entire  community. 


& 
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The  Portland  Building 

In  1979,  officials  in  the  City 
of  Portland,  Oregon 
sponsored  a competition  for 
the  design  of  a new  municipal 
building.  The  $22  million 
building  was  to  occupy  a key 
site  in  downtown  Portland. 
Michael  Graves’  winning 
design  was  a bold  stroke 
which  drew  strong  reactions. 
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Copley  Square 

Copley  Square  is  an 
important  urban  open  space 
in  Boston,  Massachusetts, 
most  widely  recognized 
because  of  two  major  works 
of  American  architecture 
which  front  on  it,  Trinity 
Church  and  the  Boston 
Public  Library.  The  square 
assumed  its  current  form 


through  a design  competition 
held  in  1966.  Recent  devel- 
opment in  the  areas 
surrounding  Copley  Square 
have  changed  its  pattern  of 
use  drastically.  Therefore,  in 
1984,  the  Boston  Redevelop- 
ment Authority  once  again 
chose  to  seek  a new  design  to 
meet  the  new  conditions 


through  a competition.  The 
drawings  above  were  part  of 
the  submission  by  SWA 
Group,  one  of  five  semi- 
finalists. 
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